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The Place of Flowers in Literature 
Helon Habila 
 
An interviewer recently asked me if I didn’t think politics is overdone in African 
fiction, and if it wasn’t time to ignore politics and move on. My response was: move on 
and write about what, flowers? 
That was an instinctive response, and when I think about it in retrospect I see that 
the response came from years of conditioning, from all that I’ve learned in school, from 
books, from history, and from all that I’ve seen around me. We all aspire to sit in a 
garden and observe the flowers blooming and write about that, but we can’t do that at the 
moment because of another pressing engagement called life. In the late 18th Century and 
early 19th Century the Romantic poets attempted to do just that – they were actually 
called the Lake poets or the Lake School initially because of their propensity to remove 
themselves from the cares of everyday life to the countryside and write about nature ( I 
believe Wordsworth, Keats, Shelley, Coleridge and the other Romantics poets wrote 
more odes to nature than any other group of poets)  - but it was also one of these poets, 
PB Shelley, who wrote one of the most political poems of all time: Ozymandias. I will 
quote it in full for three reasons: one, because it is a short poem, two, because it will 
illustrate my point, three, because it is a beautiful poem: 
 
             I met a traveler from an antique land,  
            Who said -- "two vast and trunkless legs of stone  
            Stand in the desert ... near them, on the sand,  
            Half sunk a shattered visage lies, whose frown,  
             And wrinkled lips, and sneer of cold command,  
             Tell that its sculptor well those passions read  
            Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,  
            The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed;  
             And on the pedestal these words appear:  
            My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings,  
           Look on my Works ye Mighty, and despair!  
            Nothing beside remains. Round the decay  
           Of that colossal Wreck, boundless and bare  
            The lone and level sands stretch far away." --  
 
This sonnet could have been written about any dictator, about Adolf Hitler, Idi Amin, 
Sani Abacha. It talks about the vanity of human achievement, the transience of time, 
about the futility of authoritarianism.  
A lot of writers believe that the only duty of literarature is the contemplation of 
the beautiful (flowers, for instance) but they seem to forget that since literature reflects 
life, or interprets life as Milan Kundera puts it, then it cannot help but also reflect the 
ugly underbelly of life which keeps creeping up no matter how much we try to pretend it 
is not there.  
Today African literature has come to be characterized by its proclivity for 
political themes – a certain aesthetic known as the political aesthetic has over the years 
developed because of this frontal engagement with political and social issues. This 
propensity did not just develop because of the colonial engagement and the struggle for 
political and cultural decolonization in the 1940s and 50s – it is an old African tradition 
where the poet, or the griot, or the court singer, in his mode as artist and seer, is given the 
privilege to criticize the king or the elders freely when they do wrong. This carnivalesque 
privilege has been appropriated by the contemporary African writer. When in 1958 
Achebe’s Things Fall Apart - perhaps one of the most influential African novels - came 
out, it was rooted in that tradition. The only criticism one can make of such a strong 
tradition is that it is likely to influence young uncritical writers who may not be aware of 
its aesthetic aspect, who will then assume that all one has to do to become a writer is to 
write political tracts. 
The African society, like most ex-colonial, hybrid societies, is still engaged in an 
exploration for identity and self-determination, for economic and political self-
actualization; as long as these issues predominate in our national discourses, the African 
writer will continue to write about them. As long as women, who form about seventy 
percent of the work force, are underprivileged, our literature will continue to reflect that; 
as long as our leaders continue to be repressive and unaccountable to the people, we will 
write about that. 
But before you accuse me of promoting pamphleteerism and cheap journalism, let 
me quickly say that I believe the duty of the writer is to write as aesthetically as possible: 
if he wants his sentences to be memorable, then he must write the most beautiful 
sentences ever. The primacy of craft in art is non-negotiable. My point is that art is big 
enough to contain the beautiful and the political – the poem above has proved that, 
Picasso has proved that in his Guernica, Orwell has proved that in all his books. I 
interviewed the Nobel Laureate Wole Soyinka recently, and because of the overtly 
political stance in his writing and in his life, I asked him if he thought literature matters in 
terms of bringing about change in the political realm. He did not answer immediately; 
when he did the regret in his voice was clear. He said, no, it doesn’t really matter, not as 
an immediate fructifier of our dreams and wishes. That is something we all have to accept 
and live with as writers. 
Actually, I think journalism can affect political policy more directly and more 
effectively than literature. But literature has the advantage of lasting longer, and of 
treating issues with more insight, more balance, and more inspiration. Today we 
understand more about the politics of ancient Greece from the plays of Sophocles and 
Aeschylus and Euripides than we do from the history books. Literature has a way of 
going to the heart of issues, of showing us our shared humanity, of reducing both the 
great and the small to mere characters in a book.  
But to conclude let me return to my earlier theme of flowers in literature. My 
secret ambition is to one day know the names of all species of flowers and trees and to 
write long odes to them, about how the weather affects their color, about the effect of the 
early morning sun on them, about the bees that help to pollinate them. I hope that day 
comes soon. 
 
 
 
 
 
